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ABSTRACT

Sarah M. Furlong
HOW CAN GIVING STUDENTS VOICE IN A THIRD THROUGH SIXTH
LEARNING DISABLED CLASSROOM FOSTER ACTIVE ENGAGEMENT AND
STUDENTS CONTROL OVER THEIR LEARNING?
2007/08
Dr. Madden
Master of Science in Teaching
This study looks at the impact on learning classroom where students are encouraged to
share their voice. Student questions are used to create units of study that frame what
students want to learn. The study takes place in a self-contained Learning Disabled
classroom with fifteen students ranging in third through sixth grade. The study is
completed during two separate instructional units, one in science and another in social
studies using a Questions Curriculum. Student questions about specific topics are used to
create subsequent lessons on the topic. During the study student artifacts including
worksheets and pictures of bulletin boards are collected. Reflections are recorded in a
teacher research journal and at the completion of both of the units of study interviews are
given to eleven students in the classroom. The research design is qualitative, specifically
teacher research. Data sources are triangulated to arrive at credible and valid findings.
The study reveals that providing an outlet for student voice enables students to become
more engaged in their learning.
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CHAPTER 1
Introduction
Welcome to First Grade
I walk into the first grade classroom. The desks are arranged in pairs. The walls
have informative posters for the numbers, alphabet, and general classroom rules. No
student work is on display or any thematic or seasonal decorations. The blinds on the
windows are down so only small streaks of sunlight can sneak into the classroom.
Slowly students begin to trickle into the classroom. Their mornings are routine:
unpack backpack, sign into class, choose a lunch option, complete board work. Once all
of the students have begun their seatwork I begin to circulate the classroom. All I hear is
the rhythmic breathing of the students and the occasional adjustment of a chair. The
students are copying their weekly spelling words five times and follow with a sentence
using each word. Not very engaging for first graders.
Teaching is passing out practice sheets and showing one or two examples on the
board. Frustration sets in when a student does not understand how to complete his or her
work. Story time consists of a story and a question and answer session. No student input
is allowed, only answers to specified questions.

Social studies and science seem

unimportant; they are rotated on a monthly basis. A story is read relating to the current
topic and then a center is created to supplement that topic.
"Time for group work" the teacher announces. I am excited! I will finally see the
students working with one another. I am quickly disappointed. "Group work" is students

sitting together silently completing an assigned center. Not what 1 normally think of as
group work.
As my practicum in this placement continues, I begin to get to know the students
and interview four of them. I question them about the class to try and understand their
attitudes towards the teacher's methods. The consistent responses from all four students
are that Mrs. B is boring and they never do anything fun.
My Story
Focusing on a topic of interest was not easy for me. I knew that I wanted a topic
that would be meaningful to me when I become a teacher. I wanted to research
something that would have a positive impact on my future teaching and improve the
quality of my classroom for students. I found so many things that I was interested in and
that I wanted to research. I kept thinking back to my past experiences and my current
experience. My first thought was to focus on special education but that though was so
broad. I looked through various education journals to broaden my knowledge. I came
across the article "In Search of Students' Voices" by Yvonna S. Lincoln. The article
immediately had me thinking of my current placement in a self-contained classroom. I
thought how can one provide opportunity for student voice in a similar setting, where the
classroom needs to be so structured and individualized for each student? I thought about
creating an environment that could be easily differentiated to meet the different needs of
students.
After one student commented how much he liked a paper cup I made, we began to
practice origami together. One of his strengths seemed to be working hands on with
materials and he really began to excel. He was learning the importance of following

directions and as time passed he began to assist one of his classmates in creating different
paper objects. Although we did not do this all day, this gave the student an incentive to
complete his work during the day and a sense of accomplishment when he finished
various projects.
As I questioned the lack of student voice in my special education placement and
wondered what else I could bring to the classroom, I thought about the school as a whole.
My internship placement was in a school with a warm, friendly environment for all who
walked into its doors. Student work was displayed throughout the building, whether on
bulletin boards or encased in frames on the walls. Morning announcements were run by
students, and opportunities to share pieces of work were given to students on the morning
announcements.

Safety monitors roamed the hallways at the beginning and end of each

day. Older students were given a sense of responsibility and independence and younger
students saw a positive thing to strive for. Not only did the school encourage student
voice through out the building, it encouraged a sense of community. This sense of
community seemed to invite students to be open and honest with one another, thus
providing a forum for student voice.
While I was involved in the practicum that I discussed in my introduction, I did
not expect the experience to leave an impact that might positively impact my teaching. I
was frustrated with the dull routine of the classroom. Part of my class required that I
create a unit and teach lessons to the students. When my partner and I taught to the class,
it was the first time I saw a whole class discussion. The students were engaged in our
lesson and our assessment showed that the students retained what they had been taught.
Rereading Lincoln's article (1995), this placement quickly popped into my mind. The

environment did not provide students with open forums for discussions nor provide them
with opportunities to question their own learning. The experience in the first grade
classroom with which I began my chapter gave me an awareness of a setting that did not
seem to help learners become successful. I learned that students must be given the
opportunity to show adults that they can construct their own knowledge. And I began to
understand that completing worksheets and copying notes from the board would not help
to engage the learners in the classroom nor play to the strengths of individual students.
So, how could I engage students and foster their voices in the classroom? This
question perplexed me for quite some time. There did not seem to be great deal of
research available on student voice and even less on studies implemented in the
classroom fostering student voice. Eventually I found my way to a "Questions
Curriculum" (Centerfor Inspired Teaching, 2007). The idea of using a "Questions
Curriculum" was given to me by my thesis advisor, Dr. Madden, after she had seen the
implementation of one at The Coalition of Essential Schools Fall Forum in 2007. I read
more about this innovative "Questions Curriculum: and believed that I had found a way
to study the possibilities and power of allowing students' voice in my classroom.
Research Problem and Question
Student voice in classrooms today is often nonexistent (Carpenter, 2003). Yet,
student voice allows teachers to give students "responsibility for their own motivation
and learning" (Lincoln, 1995, 89). For student voice to exist in the classroom, teachers
must be willing to listen to what students have to say. Without listening to and
encouraging student voice, students are left powerless in the classroom. They have little
or no control over their own learning, which often leaves students bored and disengaged
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in the classroom (Smyth, "Drop-Out",2006). Therefore my question becomes: How can
giving students voice in the classroom foster active engagement and control over their
learning?
Purpose Statement
Does fostering student voice in the classroom make school more enjoyable for
students? When I asked that question I then had to ask myself whether or not school is
supposed to be fun. The answer to this question is more complex than many realize.
Students go to school to learn. Without an education students cannot be successful in
life. To help students become successful, teachers must actively engage their students in
their learning. Additionally, in order to engage students in the curriculum teachers must
get to know students and choose topics of study that students find engaging and often
times, fun. Furthermore, active engagement asks for activities that play to the academic
capabilities and strengths of the students in the classroom. To actively engage students,
teachers must learn to listen to the voices of students, which Allison Cook-Sather coins
'student voice' (2006). When teachers hear what students have to say they can create
assignments, lessons, and units that students can enjoy, ultimately enhancing their
engagement in successful learning.
The most important element in foster student voice is the belief that children can
construct their own knowledge "rather than receiving it in finished form from the teacher
or the textbook" (Carpenter, 2003, p29). By listening to students' voices we invite student
knowledge into the classroom. Listening allows teachers to become more aware of
students' interests, educational needs, and academic skills, which in turn helps more
appropriate and engaging lessons to be designed. Why might this be important in a

classroom? One reason may be that teachers focus more student's thinking rather than on
correct answers and are better able to encourage thinking processes that may otherwise be
overlooked (Carpenter, 2003). A variety of strategies can achieve this and be used in any
classroom setting. A few include small group and whole group discussions, problemcentered activities, asking open-ended questions, and providing wait time for responding
to questions (Carpenter, 2003).
What is student voice? Cook-Sather suggests that student voice "signals having a
legitimate perspective and opinion, being present and taking part, and/or having an active
role 'in decisions about an implementation of educational policies and practice"'
(Holdsworth, 2000, p. 355)" (362). By breaking down this definition into smaller pieces
one can better understand and recognize the importance of student voice in the classroom.
All students should have a "legitimate perspective and opinion" in the classroom.
Students are the ones who are there to learn and at any age they can reflect and share
feedback about their learning. "Being present" does not only mean sitting in the
classroom. It means that students are aware of what is going on in the classroom and that
they are included in the activities in some way or another. To foster this, students must
be given the opportunity to have an active role in their learning. This should be done by
giving students an opportunity to voice or express their own knowledge and become
actively engaged in their learning (Carpenter, 2003). All of these aspects should be
incorporated to assist students in making decisions regarding "education policies and
practices." On a school-wide level students may be part of student council or committees
to improve the conditions of the physical surroundings of the school (Fielding, 2006). In

an individual classroom, students can take shared responsibility of their learning by
helping to develop units of study and constructing new knowledge together.
Lincoln discusses various reasons why researchers may want to listen to and study
student voice (1995). First, researchers see the social and legal importance of listening to
children. Adults recognize the importance of children and acknowledge that children will
become our future. Giving students the opportunity to have their own voice will help
prepare them for the decisions they will make later in their lives, which could impact the
dynamics of our culture today. A second reason to listen to student voice is scientific;
studying how students learn. As so many researchers have suggested, we all do not learn
the same way. With the knowledge that school makes such an impact on the life of
students, teachers must learn to adjust the teaching to the needs of different learners.
Another reason to listen to students is the political importance of student voice. If we
want students to function in a democratic society as the mature, we need to provide them
with opportunities to understand democracy in action. Allowing students to make
decisions regarding their own education gives them the opportunity to be involved in
democratic decision making (Lincoln, 1995). Lincoln (1995) argues also that listening to
student voice can positively affect teachers, even help them find their own voices (1995).
When teachers are told to listen to their student voices, what do they think? They
think they must listen to their students. That is exactly true. Providing the opportunity
for student voice to be spoken in the classroom, must also include listening to what
students have to say. It is important to realize that listening in this sense is not just
hearing what students have to say, but using what students have to say to improve their
academic environment and learning; "The two most common ways of describing

listening to teach are in terms of content or building curriculum around students' interests
and understanding the meanings students bring to their statements and problem solving"
(Schultz, 2003, p. 168). We must listen closely to what students have to say to adapt our
classrooms and our curriculum. Listening to student voice pushes teachers to reflect and
to act on that reflecting.
This idea of reflecting and acting lends itself naturally to critical teaching. As
Wink suggests, "Critical pedagogy is to name; to reflect critically; to act" (2000, p. 23).
First, a problem or situation must be stated, or named. Second, the teacher must then
reflect critically to determine the best course of action. Lastly, action must be taken and
something must be done to adjust what was named. Much of what Wink has to say about
teaching with critical stance, "seeing beyond", (2000, p. 29) is what teachers must do to
listen to and effectively use student voice in the classroom. Critical pedagogy allows
teachers to see the classroom, students, and the surrounding environments more widely
and deeply, thus allowing for a better understanding of benefits to students in the
classroom. As already stated, part of critical pedagogy is to reflect. Once teachers
reflect on what students have to say and the different things they learn about them, then
teachers can "act." Teachers can create classrooms that meet the needs of different
learners and make a positive and comfortable atmosphere for all students to work
together in. It is important to note that even though critical pedagogy is important to this
study, the study is not centered on critical pedagogy nor does critical pedagogy guide this
study. But the connection to critical pedagogy cannot be forgotten.

Organization of the Thesis
This research study consists of five chapters devoted to better understanding of
the power of student voice in the classroom. This first chapter provides background on
the development of the thesis, from my first thoughts to a discussion of important
literature written on the topic. The second chapter is an extension of the Purpose
Statement discussed previously. The chapter discusses research relevant to the study.
Chapter three is two-pronged; first, it details the context of the study and secondly, it
describes the actual research design. The fourth chapter discusses the different sources of
data collected and analyzes and interprets the data. The final chapter closes the study. It
provides the reader with a complete summary of all of the findings and discusses
conclusions of the study. Most importantly, chapter five discusses the implications that
this study offers to those in the education field.

CHAPTER 2
Literature Review
"If we keep in mind that we want our students to believe they have the right to
speak and that what they say has the potential to affect the future of the
conversations, we are more likely to invite them to converse with us, rather than
just questioning them with predetermined answers in our heads." (cited from
McVittie, 2004, p. 502)
What can be done in classrooms today to encourage student engagement and
learning? This question will never have a true and definite answer (Cook-Sather, 2006).
Educators and researchers around the globe have opposing views on what strategies
should be used in the classroom and how these various strategies should be applied
(Cook-Sather, 2006; Fielding, 2006). Ever-changing laws by the government often hinder
the implementation of different classroom techniques, as schools are forced to focus on
standardized testing scores. Everyone has a different list of qualities that make a good
teacher. But who is creating these lists and these strategies? Who are researchers
questioning to see what improvements can be made in the way students are taught? It
seems that many, but not all, have forgotten to ask the most impacted persons of all, the
students, "the [students] are in a very real sense, the primary stakeholders in their own
learning process we do not necessarily listen to them" (Lincoln, 1995, p. ). As teachers
we must learn to listen and hear what our students have to say about their learning in
order to teach students to the best of their abilities.

10

Since the late 1980s and into the 1990s research has been done on the impact of
student voice in the classroom (Cook-Sather, 2006; Hatchman, 2001; Smyth, "Education
Leadership", 2006). By listening to student voice in classroom, teachers allow students to
share their opinions and views with one another and teachers. Offering students the
chance to voice their views and opinions provides a learning opportunity for other
students, as well as teachers. Providing opportunities for student voice to be heard does
not happen automatically, teachers must make it happen. Most importantly, teachers
must listen and hearwhat students have to say and use that information to improve the
classroom environment (Carpenter, 2003). Critical pedagogy and constructivism are just
two theories that blend well with student voice and bring similar strategies to the
classroom. Manifestations of these theories that are critical to student voice are studentcentered learning, co-constructing student learning, and active engagement.
"Teaching is what teachers do. Learning is what students do. Therefore, students
and teachers are engaged in different activities" (Smyth 294). This is a common thought
heard and spoken in education today, which seems narrow-minded. Those who hold this
belief will not open their classroom and their students to new possibilities in learning,
thus going against the ideals of student voice, constructivism, and critical pedagogy and
student engagement. Yes teachers do teach. Yes, students do learn. But is that all either
of them do? One would hope that all teachers realize that this is not the only thing that
happens in a classroom. Students talk, teachers talk, students listen, teachers listen,
students learn, teachers learn. When teachers learn from students, students are teaching.
Through constructivism students and teachers construct knowledge; they are both
teachers and learners working with one another. Critical pedagogy pushes teachers "to
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name; to reflect critically; to act" (Wink, 2000, p.23). With the combination of these two
theories in the classroom student voice is pushed to the forefront of students' learning.
Thiessen has suggested that, "student voice has become the clarion call for change in how
we understand, respond to, and work with students" (2001, p. 352).
Student Voice
What is student voice? Student voice is a hard term to be defined explicitly.
Researchers will have yet to agree to one exact definition of the term. For the purposes
of my research I use Cook-Sather's definition that has paved the way for a better
understanding of the term. She suggests that ""voice" signals having a legitimate
perspective and opinion, being present and taking part, and/or having an active role "in
decisions about and implementation of educational policies and practice" (Holdsworth,
2000, p. 355)" (2006, p. 362). This idea suggests that students have the capability, and
more importantly, should be given the opportunity to have a more active role in their
learning. Cook-Sather's definition can even go as far as sharing the idea that "student
voice lies in the clear grasp of the kinds of insights young people can offer teachers and
other staff about what makes for effective teaching and learning" (Fielding, 2006, p.
305).
How does student voice make for effective learning? Student voice gives students
the opportunity to express their opinions, ideas and feelings to classmates and teachers.
Providing this type of atmosphere makes for a more secure and trusting classroom which
encourages learning. It enables students to comfortably share their ideas and ask
questions (Smyth, 2006). It gives students ample opportunities to learn about one another
and learn from one another. Student voice makes for effective teaching by giving
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teachers a remarkable opportunity to take the things heard by students and create a more
engaging classroom environment. By listening to student voice, teachers learn about
students' personal cultures, their likes and dislikes, and the different ways they learn.
Using these different aspects of students' lives in classrooms can help to encourage all
students' engagement in their own learning "(Hatchman, 1999). Teachers must allow
students to make choices "about how they learn and present their knowledge" (Schultz,
2003, p. 38). Students must be provided with a variety of materials and resources so they
can work to construct their own knowledge. Although many may think this sounds
simple enough, different strategies should be implemented that encourage student voice.
Teachers encouraging student voice must be patient. They should avoid putting
restricting time lines on students. It is imperative to teach students the importance of
discussion and dialogues in and out of the classroom. "The schools for which I am
arguing are the places that involve young people in that reflection and dialogue, places
where our humanity emerges from and guides our learning together" (Fielding, 312).
When teachers teach students the importance of dialogue and conversation in the
classroom, they must remember to allow space for both, and to work together to reflect
individually and as a whole (Fielding, 2006).
There are various things that can be implemented in a classroom that would
encourage student voice, and many of these are strategies from different theories and
perspectives in education.

Teachers should encourage social and interpersonal

relationships, perhaps by providing peer mentoring or tutoring. School wide student led
programs, such as students leaders, help students become successful leaders by sharing
their voice (Fielding. 2006). An important aspect of encouraging student voice is to
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allow students to judge and critique educators, so those that are impacted the most by
educators, have a say in how they are being taught (Fielding, 2006).

Student-led

discussions and cooperative learning are additional strategies that can be used to foster
student voice in the classroom (Smyth, 2004). Implementing different strategies in the
classroom will help foster student voice, but student voice cannot be positively used by a
teacher if he or she does not listen to students' voice.
Listening to Student Voice
"But if you really listen to them they'll tell you how to teach them" (as cited in
Hatchman, 2001, p.3)
Student voice in the classroom gives students and teachers alike opportunities to
learn. Students and teachers begin to learn about one another, learn more about
themselves and learn what helps them become stronger learners. Students begin to
understand one another and relate to different events in each others lives. Teachers are
also given this amazing opportunity to take what students are telling them and use it in
the classroom, which can provide for more engaged students. To create this type of
atmosphere is not simple. For a teacher to successfully use student voice, it is imperative
that a teacher listen to his or her students.
"Listen: v. 1. To make an effort to hear something. 2. To pay attention"
(American Heritage, 2001, p. 494). This dictionary definition provides one with a
background on what it means to listen, very simply put. In a classroom a teacher must
"listen" as defined to what students have to say. To listen to student voice though, entails
more than just making "an effort to hear something." To listen to student voice, teachers
must not only listen to the students but be "willing to... honor these voices" (Schultz,
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2003, p. 89). To listen to student voice teachers must learn who students are. Teachers
must understand the different local contexts students come from. Teachers need to
understand that each child is a complex individual with different background and
cultures. As teachers begin to understand this and hear these differences through student
voices they can successfully develop ways to teach to all students (Schultz, 2003).
Teachers no longer follow the traditional methods of teaching by following a pre-planned
curriculum and following texts but by listening to student voice teachers can now go
"beyond a script" (Schultz, 2003, p. 171). Katherine Schultz states it perfectly, "The two
most common ways of describing listening to teach are in terms of content or building
curriculum around students' interests and understanding the meanings students bring to
their statements and problem solving" (2003, p. 168). So as teachers, we must learn to
understand our students and develop our curriculum around students' interests and
capabilities to engage them. When teachers begin to understand what causes students to
think how they think and how they go about solving their problems, they will truly be
listening to student voices.
Educational Theories and Perspectives
The principles behind student voice intertwine with various educational theories
and practices. Many of the ideas of these different practices can benefit teachers who
want to create a classroom open to student voice. These theories and perspectives offer
strategies that can help create a classroom that opens space for student voice and forces
teachers to listen to student voice. Constructivism is one theory that argues that students
can and should construct their own learning in the classroom (source?). With that
definition alone, constructivism paves the way for student voice in the classroom.
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Constructivism allows students to construct their own learning in the classroom.
The most important element in constructivism is the belief that children can construct
their own knowledge "rather than receiving it in finished form from the teacher or the
textbook" (Carpenter, 2003, p29). By listening to students' voices we enable them to
construct this knowledge. Listening will allow teachers to become more aware of
students' interests, educational needs, and academic skills which in turn help teachers
create more appropriate and engaging lessons to be designed. Why might student voice
be important in a constructivist classroom? Carpenter discusses how understanding
constructivism allows teachers to focus on "student's thinking rather than on correct
answers enables teachers to encourage thinking processes that may otherwise be
overlooked" (30). This is done by a variety of strategies that can be used in any
classroom setting. A few include small group and whole group discussions, creating
problem-centered activities, asking open-ended questions, and providing wait time for
responding to questions (Carpenter, 2003).
Student centered learning and learner-centered learning are two very similar and
overlapping theories that also connect to student voice. For the purposes of my study, the
two of them will be considered the same; just different terms used by different authors.
Smyth (2006) discusses how learner-centered policy, which I relate as student centered,
must allow for students to be heard and be given the involvement in actual decisions that
will impact their learning. When teachers listen to their students then they are making the
students the center of the classroom, and humanity, (Smyth, 2006; Schultz, 2003). One of
the first studies done in the late 1940s on student centered learning developed key
characteristics that define it:
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1.

Creating students' trust that they could express opinions and questions openly
without endangering their relationship with other students and the teacher.

2.

Emphasis upon discussion, with much student-to-student discussion rather
than lecture or question-answer participation.

3.

Concern about getting deeper learning rather than simple memorization of
facts and definitions.

4.

More emphasis on student choice and intrinsic motivation for learning; less on
test/grade-driven learning.

5.

More emphasis on student goals for learning and relating teaching to these
goals.

6.

More emphasis upon attitudinal and affective outcomes.

7.

Concern about student misconceptions and getting those cleared up (Landum,
1999, p. 144).

These ideas are not all practiced in classrooms, but they should be to create more
positive classroom environments. The teacher must listen to student voice to help create
trust within the classroom environment so students feel free to express themselves and
their opinions (Landrum, 1999). All of these points overlap the ideas of student voice. As
student voice connects teachers to other pedagogies and their manifestations such as
critical pedagogy, student centered, active engagement, and constructivism; teachers
practice "good" pedagogy in the classroom. The ideas Haberman has created help to
explain what good teachers are and what they do. These ideas by Haberman show the
impact on the student in his or her classroom environment rather than show what a
teacher may do. Here, (as cited in Smyth, 2006) is the list of things that exemplify good
pedagogy of teachers when students:
°are involved with issues they regard as vital concerns;
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" are involved with explanations of human differences;
" are being helped to see major concepts, big ideas, and generals principles and
not merely engaged in the pursuit of isolated facts;
" are involved in planning what they will be doing;
" are involved with applying ideals such as fairness, equity, or justice to their
world;
" are actively involved in doing things rather than watching;
" are directly involved in a real-life experience;
" are actively involved in heterogeneous groups;

*are asked to think about an idea in a way that questions common sense or a
widely accepted assumption, that relates new ideas to ones learning previously,
or that applies an idea to the problems of living;
" are involved in redoing, polishing, or perfecting their work;
" are involved in reflecting on their own lives and how they have come to believe and feel
as they do (Smyth)
These different things that show that teachers are creating successful environments for
students to learn take time to build. They cannot be done automatically and must be
though about carefully and reflected upon time after time.
This idea of reflecting and acting finds itself imperative in critical pedagogy. As
Wink suggests, "Critical pedagogy is to name; to reflect critically; to act" (2000, p. 23).
First, a problem or situation must be stated, or named. Second, the teacher must then
reflect critically to determine the best course of action. Lastly, action must be taken and
something must be done to adjust what was named. Much of what Wink has to say about
teaching with critical stance, "seeing beyond", (2000, p. 29) is what teachers must do to
listen to and effectively use student voice in the classroom. Critical pedagogy allows
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teachers to see the classroom, students, and the surrounding environments more widely
and deeply, thus allowing for a better understanding of benefits to students in the
classroom. As already stated, part of critical pedagogy is to reflect. Once teachers
reflect on what students have to say and the different things they learn about them, then
teachers can "act." Teachers can create classrooms that meet the needs of different
learners and make a positive and comfortable atmosphere for all students to work
together in.
Respect and Rights
Through out the literature regarding student voice a common word has had
important impact on meanings. To completely understand student voice we must
understand these two words and the impact they have. Rights and respect (Cook-Sather,
2006; Fielding, 2006; Thiessen, 2006) coincide with student voice, without these two
ideals there can be no student voice neither spoken nor heard in classrooms (Cook-Sather,
2006).
Rights "appeal to higher ethical and moral principles" (Cook-Sather, 2006, p.
372). Students have the right to share their voice in the classroom. Not only should this
be inherent in every classroom and every school in the country, but it is part of our
constitution. Now the constitution, as applied in the classroom, only provides for
'freedom of speech' with safeguards to protect students, but it still gives students the
freedom of speech. What the constitution does not give is the ability for student voice to
be heard. This can only come from a school or from an individual classroom.

The

second term Cook-Sather discusses in accordance with student voice is rights. "If we
keep in mind that we want our students to believe they have the right to speak and that
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what they say has potential to affect the future of conversations, we are more likely to
invite them to converse with us, rather than just questioning them with predetermined
answers in our head" (McVittie, 2004, p. 502).
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CHAPTER 3
Research Methodology
Chapter 3 includes a decryption of the context of the study and a discussion of the
research design. . The final section of this chapter discusses the procedures of the study.
This section summarizes the parts of the study, listing data sources and discussing what
the collected data suggests. Overall, Chapter 3 introduces the reader to the study and
what the reader should expect in the remaining chapters
Context of the Study
Deptford Township, the third largest in the county, is located in Gloucester
County New Jersey. Its school district, Deptford Township Schools, has six early
childhood/elementary schools, a middle school, a high school, and a special needs
schools. These schools help to meet the needs of about 4,400 students. Deptford
Township Schools take great pride in their use of technology to enhance the quality of
learning for its students.
Good Intent Elementary School is a second through sixth grade elementary school
housing over 400 students. According to the New Jersey State Department of Education
2006-2007 School Report Card,there are 395 students enrolled in the school. According
to the Report Card, 96.5% of the students speak English as a first language at home. The
average classroom size is 20.8 students and students are engaged in instructional time for
five hours and forty-five minutes each day. School days begin at 9:00 am and conclude
and 3:30 pm. The total per pupil expenditure for the 2006-2008 school-year was
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$11,011, lower when compared to the state average of $13,071. In the 2007-2008 school
year there are two second grade classrooms, 4 classrooms each for third, fourth, fifth, and
sixth grades, and one Learning Disabled self-contained classroom at Good Intent.
My study takes place in the Learning Disabled self-contained classroom. The
professionals in this classroom include the classroom teacher, a classroom
paraprofessional, and a one-on-one paraprofessional. There are fifteen students in this
classroom ranging from third grade to sixth grade. The majority, 9, of the students are in
fifth grade while 2 students are in third grade, 1 student is in fourth grade, and two
students are in sixth grade. Three fifth graders are mainstreamed for instruction during
the day in the subject areas of Math, Language Arts Literacy and Health. Of the fifteen
students, thirteen have returned their permission slips. All but one of the parents has
agreed to their child being involved in the study. These three remaining students will
remain involved in the classroom lessons because it is a curriculum-guided project, but
their artifacts and pictures will not be used and they will not be interviewed at the
conclusion of this unit.
All fifteen students in the classroom have Individual IEPs. Two of the students
are classified as Emotionally Disturbed; one student is classified as Other Health
Impaired; one student is diagnosed Autistic, but is highly functioning; one student is
diagnosed with Asperger's Syndrome. The remaining students are diagnosed as Specific
Learning Disabilities or Communications Impaired. Two students have been diagnosed
with Attention Deficient Hyperactivity Disorder, but at the time of the study neither had
been on medication. Two students are English Language Learners and receive daily
instruction for thirty minutes. Four students receive counseling once a week and four
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students also receive Occupational Therapy, OT, once a week. Seven students receive
speech instruction either once or twice a week.
Research Design
This study uses qualitative research methods to collect and analyze the data.
Qualitative research has many different characteristics that make using this research
method applicable to this study. "Emphasis on human-as-instrument" and "data
collection in natural settings" (Maycut & Morehouse, 1994, p. 48) are the two
characteristics that are significant to this study. "Emphasis on human-as-instruments"
means that the researcher will study people, in this case students in a second grade
classroom, and will observe and question the students to collect data. Since qualitative
research calls for the collection of data in natural settings, teacher research allows
teachers to do this very well. Teacher research, a specific type of qualitative research to
be used in this study, uses an "emic, or insider's, perspective" (Cochran-Smith & Lytle,
1993, p. 43). Teacher research allows teachers to study their teaching and their students'
learning and change their practices to generate the most powerful classroom possible.
(Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993). Furthermore, as Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1993) have
discussed, teacher researchers question and discuss the classroom with students thus
allowing students to become "empowered as knowers" (43).

Using teacher research

allows me, as the researcher, to study the impact of student voice in the classroom.
What I want to learn, and to tell others, from this study, is how creating a
"Questions Curriculum" encourages student voice to be heard in the classroom and
begins to shape and influence student learning. Without the assistance of qualitative
research collection techniques this would be very difficult. Data collection methods that
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are used for this study include student interviews, student observations, my teacher
research journal, and student artifacts. Student interviews allow me to get to know my
students on a more personal level and listen to what they have to say. As I begin to know
my students they become more comfortable in sharing their opinions in the classroom
setting. Observations allow me to see if students are speaking and making decisions.
Recording in my research journal allows me to see how well I am listening to the
voices of my students and using what they have to say to adjust the inner workings of the
classroom. Recording in my research journal also helps me to see how well I am listening
to the voices of my students and using what they have to say to adjust the inner workings
of the classroom. Using a research journal enables me to record any observations of my
students. As I analyze my data I use the research journal to see any changes in myself
and my students and how using a "Questions Curriculum" affects their learning and
interest. These observations in my research journal begin when I first enter the
classroom, in February, and continue until I end my placement, in May. The teacher
research joumrnal must be used through out the entire placement because it allows me to
see changes in my students, changes in myself, and changes in the classroom.
Furthermore, the teacher research journal becomes a place where I can record different
attitudes towards learning for our topic of study. Student artifacts are the most influential
evidence in this research. They help show the effort put forth by the students, their
interest in the topic, and their understanding of the unit of study. Although I plan on
beginning my research collection immediately upon entering the classroom, the bulk of
the data is collected during the end of my placement, in April, while the research is being
completed.
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To complete this research, I must obtain permissions from a variety of sources. I
must obtain permission from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) and the principal of
my cooperating school. Lastly, I must be receive permission from the parents of the
students in my classroom. The parents must be informed of the study and agree to the
use of any student artifacts, photographs, or audio tapes that may be used in the study.
The students are interviewed at the completion of my study to determine their attitudes
about the things they have learned during these units and the activities they have
participated in.
The Study
There are two parts to this study, spanning two subjects, science and social
studies. Mini-units are created for both parts of the study. For the science unit the class
investigates the rainforest and for the social studies unit, the class studies the creation of
government in the United States. The study of the rainforest is part of our classroom
study of the six biomes of the world. The biomes study is created to meet the interests of
the students, the environment and animals, as well as cover the New Jersey Core
Curriculum Content Standards (NJCCCS). The students are given the opportunity to
decide the order of the biomes we study. During the rainforest lessons, their questions,
which I learn by using a K-W-L chart, help me create the subsequent lessons. A K-W-L
chart is a graphic organizer that has three parts. The first part, the "K" is when students
share what they know about the topic; the "W" has students ask questions and share what
they want to know about the topic; lastly, the "L" has students discuss what they have
learnedabout the topic, in this instance the rainforest. The questions they have regarding
the rainforest are then turned into lessons and activities to answer these questions.
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The second mini-unit, on a social studies unit is also used to meet the NJCCCS
for social studies. This mini-unit follows the last social studies chapter, which was on the
Revolutionary War. I pose the following question to the students: "The Americans won
the war and their freedom from the British. Now what happens?" As a class I want to
develop a government. Using the questions they have during discussions we create a
government and form the parts that the class feels is most significant. The questions are
also be used to help guide the teacher about the government so the students have a better
understanding of our government and our democratic ideals.
This chapter discusses the methodology of the study- its context and research
design.

Chapter 4 looks at each of the data sources and analyzes the data. Chapter 4

also discusses similar findings across the two units of study, The Rainforest and Making
Your Own Government. Finally, the Questions Curriculum is analyzed to see its impact
on student voice it has and how students learn when they are answering their own
questions.
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CHAPTER 4
The Findings
What is student voice? And what happens in classroom where student voice is
invited in and validated? In this study, I encourage student voice though a "Questions
Curriculum" (Centerfor Inspired Teaching, 2007), as well as other resources. This
chapter analyzes the data sources discussed in Chapter 3. This chapter first looks at the
findings from the unit, The Rainforest, and secondly, from the unit, Making Your Own
Government.
The data from the rainforest unit discussed first. The first section, Generating
Student Questions, includes the whole class and individual K-W-L charts, which drive
the unit. This section is followed by Sample Lessons. Here I describe the Rainforest
Unit as well as two specific sample lessons. The next section of The Rainforest Unit
answers the question: Do Student Questions Drive Learning? In this section I look at all
of my student artifacts and interview questions and analyze my findings. Lastly, I
analyze the data collected through the student interviews, under the Final Interviews
sections.
Following The Rainforest unit discussion, I address the Making Your Own
Government unit of study. Making Your Own Government begins with the section,
Generating Student Questions. Here I discuss how the students come up with their
questions that are used to create their unit. Listening to Student Voice follows this
section. It discuses the lessons, the ways student voice is apparent and how the students'
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questions are answered. The final section describes how the two units, The Rainforest
and Making Your Own Government, answer the essential question of my entire study:
How can giving students voice in the classroom foster active engagement and control
over their learning?
The Rainforest
Generating Student Questions
The beginning of my thesis and the introductory lesson to The Rainforest unit is
the K-W-L chart. Students first shared all of their prior knowledge about the rainforest
with one another. Then the students share any questions they have about the rainforest. I
note in my teacher research journal that "students needed small amounts of promptingspecific animals, things you know but what to know more about." These are the only
prompts the students needed while asking the questions. As a class we brainstorm
questions. Students each write at least one question down, which is then transferred to
the K-W-L chart (see Appendix A). The list of twelve questions the students create is as
follows:
1. How many types of trees are there?
2. Are there caves?
3. What do we get from the rainforest?
4. Do people live there? (Who, how, do they have electricity?)
5. What about snakes, what types, sizes, what do they eat?
6. How many trees get cut down a year?
7.

What are specific types of crops and insects?

8. Do the people kill animals for food?
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9. Why doesn't it snow and why does it always rain?
10. What types of animals live there? What types of insects?
11. Where does the medicine come from? What types of medicine?
12. Are there flying fish or x-ray fish? What other types of fish?
Following the creation of these questions, my problem becomes: How can I use these
questions to create a unit on the rainforest?
Sample Lessons
To create a unit from student questions I need to create lessons relevant to the
NJCCCS and the school's curriculum, which answers the questions. Each lesson may not
be intended for a specific question, but in some way answers questions that the students
have listed. Further, it is important to keep the lessons engaging, so students remain on
task. I use a variety of outlets to answer the questions. Students work in groups, have
classroom discussions, research information on the computer, and complete reading
comprehension pages. My goal is to keep the lessons varied so students do not become
bored or easily distracted.
The lessons the students engaged in during the Rainforest unit include:
1. K-W-L chart- students complete the "K" and "W" sections of the chart
(Appendix A)
2. Biome Characteristics worksheet- students work together in groups to
research the rainforest on the internet (Appendix B)
3. 4 Layers of the Rainforest - students worked together to determine which
layer of the rainforest was which
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4. Reading Comprehension A - whole-class lesson, the class completes the
given handouts together (Appendix C)
5. Products from the Rainforest- students have an opportunity to observe and
discuss different items that come from the rainforest
6. Reading Comprehension B whole-class lesson, the class completes the given
handouts together (Appendix D)
7. The GreatKapok Tree- students read the story and complete the given
graphic organizer- small-group work (Appendix E)
8. People of the Rainforest- students use a printout from the internet to answer
questions about people that live in the rainforest (Appendix F)
9. K-W-L chart- students complete the "L" section on the K-W-L charts
(Appendix G)
The bulletin boards (Appendix H) were created in conjunction with the lessons. The
bulletin board with the information on it was created with the information learned in
lesson 2, Biome Characteristics. The second lesson was created after the lesson about the
four parts of the rainforest. Both bulletin boards were student created.
Descriptions of a couple of these lessons are described in the following paragraph.
The paragraphs also describe how the lessons answer students' questions. These lessons
show how I use the students' questions to create a meaningful curriculum.
Sample Lesson One
For this lesson I brought in a variety of items that come from the rainforest for the
students to observe. I want the students to see that many of the items we use come from
rainforest. And as I review my teacher research journal I notice how excited the students
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were during the lesson. They cannot believe that chocolate and gum come from the
rainforest. They question me about where in the rainforest these products come from and
how we are able to get them. The students remember these two products right away
when we went to complete the "L" of the K-W-L chart. This shows me that things that
students can relate to, especially things that they enjoy or fund surprising, are easier to
remember.
Sample Lesson Two
Another lesson involves the students researching on the internet for different
things about the rainforest. The students find and list animals located in the rainforest,
which includes the river dolphin. When the students learn that river dolphins live in the
rivers of the rainforest they are surprised and comment to me that they did not know
dolphins lived in the rainforest. I agree with them and we view pictures of the river
dolphins to see the difference from dolphins found in the oceans. One student
particularly took to this small fact about the river dolphin. I had made note numerous
times of this student's lack of interest in coloring and drawing: important, because most
of the class really enjoys any chance to either color or draw. But, after he learns about
the river dolphins, he does draw a picture of the river dolphin and color it (see Appendix
I). This illustrates his fascination with river dolphins. Moreover, given the opportunity
to explore an animal of interest suggests an increase in motivation to learn and remember
new information.
A day or so after the students individually complete their own K-W-L chart; a
student observes the classroom K-W-L chart and remembers the river dolphins. He asks
me to add them to our chart. Once again the students chatter about the river dolphins in
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the rainforest. These examples demonstrate to me that the students seem to retain the
information that they find interesting. And important to this study, the things the students
find interesting are those that they have asked questions about in the beginning of the
unit: What different types of animals live in the rainforest? What products do we get from
the rainforest?
Do Student Questions Drive Learning?
The lessons above show specific examples where the questions become the force
behind the lessons. Below is a table showing the "W" questions the students have and
then whether or not they have learned the answer, the "L" column. The third column tells
what lesson reviews this information and which of the information students absorb. At
the end of the rainforest the unit, the K-W-L chart provides me with the information that
the students have learned.
TABLE

1 - CLASSROOM K-W-L CHART
Do any student

Yes in Both Columns

artifacts show the

(mentioned during

learned

"L" and shown in

information?

student artifacts)

Was it responded
Question students had
to on the "L" of
("W")
K-W-L chart?

1. How many types of
No

Yes

No

No

Yes

No

trees are there?
2. Are there caves?
3. What do we get from
the rainforest?
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4. Do people live there?
No

Yes

Yes

No

No

Yes

Yes

Yes

X

Yes

Yes

X

No

Yes

Yes

Yes

X

Yes

Yes

X

Yes

No

(who, how, electricity?)
5. What about snakes,
what types, sizes, what
do they eat?
6. How many trees get
cut down a year?
7. What are specific
types of crops and
insects?
8. Do the people kill
animals for food?
9. Why doesn't it snow
and why does it always
rain?
10. What types of
animals live there? What
types of insects?
11. Where does the
medicine come from?
What types of medicine?
12. Are there flying fish
or x-ray fish? What
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On the preceding table, seven-twelfths, or 58.3%, of the questions the students have on
the "W" are responded to, by the students, on the "L." Two-thirds, or 66.7%, of the
questions have answers of responses shown on student artifacts and worksheets. From
the six questions the students responded to on the "L" section of the K-W-L chart, four of
them overlap with the information they have learned when I analyze the student artifacts.
Only one question, question number 2, has not been answered either on the "L" or by
student artifacts. Eleven-twelfths, 91.6%, of the questions are either learned, the "L" or
shown mastery in the student artifacts. The following two tables details more explicitly
student mastery. The first table quotes the "L" the students come up with that are
summarized onto the classroom K-W-L chart (Appendix C). In this table, the students'
comments on the "L" section explain how they were able to answer their original "K"
questions.
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TABLE 2- STUDENT STATEMENTS ON "LEARNED" SECTION OF

K-W-L CHART

Question Asked by Students "K"

Statement on K-W-L chart

3. What do we get from the

"gum comes from the rainforest"; "cocoa beans,

rainforest?

chocolate"

5. What about snakes, what types,
"snakes hide in the trees and vine to catch their prey"
sizes, what do they eat?
7. What specific types of crops

"cocoa beans, chocolate" "different fauna (animals)

and insects?

and flora (plants)"

8. Do the people kill animals for
"people kill animals for food"
food?
"there are poisonous tree frogs"; "bearded pig"; "there
10. What types of animals live
are nice birds and reptiles"; "different fauna
there? What types of insects?
(animals)"; "river dolphins live in the rainforest rivers"
11. Where does the medicine
come from? What types of

"you can boil bark to make medicine"

medicine?
12. Are there flying fish or x-ray
"different fauna (animals)"
fish? What types of fish?

In TABLE 2, the statements made by students may not show complete mastery.
For example, "different fauna (animals)" shows that they know the term but it also says
that the students now know new animals that live in the rainforest. For question number
8, students ask if the people kill animals for food. On the "L" they respond that "people
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kill animals for food." Although simply said, this does answer the students' question and
further mastery for this question is shown in TABLE 3.
TABLE 3 shows the student artifacts that demonstrate mastery of each question in
the "KK" column. The specific pieces of evidence are listed here and samples of each of
the student artifacts can be found in the Appendix.

TABLE 3 - STUDENT ARTIFACTS DEMONSTRATING LEARNED INFORMATION

Appendix Where
Question Asked by the Students "K"

Student artifact title
Items Located
Bulletin Boards; Reading

1. How many types of trees are there?

Comprehension

C; H

worksheet A
4. Do people live there? (who, how,

"Peoples of the

electricity)

Rainforest" worksheet

6. How many trees get cut down a

Reading comprehension

year?

worksheet A

F

C

Bulletin Boards;
7. What are specific types of crops
"Biomes Characteristics"

B; H

and insects?
worksheet
8. Do the people kill animals for

"Peoples of the

food?

Rainforest" worksheet

F

9. Why doesn't it snow and why does
Bulletin Boards
it always rain?

36

H

Bulletin Boards;
10. What types of animals live there?

"Biomes Characteristics"

What types of insects?

worksheet; The Great

B;E;H

Kapok Tree
11. Where does the medicine come

Reading comprehension

from? What types of medicine?

worksheet B

D

These artifacts show the effort and work each student puts into answering his or her
questions.
The bulletin boards are created by the students and show the various animals the
students learned live in the rainforest as well as illustrations of these animals. The
bulletin boards also show the different facts learned by the students about the rainforests.
The worksheets provide examples of work completed by the students and the responses
indicated information that they gained from the lessons.
Final Interviews
I conduct interviews with each of the students at the conclusion of the unit. I ask
each student the following set of questions:
-

How old are you? Are you male or female?

-

Did you enjoy learning about the rainforest? About all of the biomes? Which
biome was your favorite?

-

Did you walk away with more information than usual after learning about all
of the biomes? What about just the rainforest?
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-

As we discussed the biomes did you ever look up information on your own,
whether in the library or at home?

-

Do you still have any unanswered questions left about any of the biomes?
About the rainforest?

-

I used a K-W-L chart to introduce the rainforest. I tried to use the questions
you had to make each lesson. Do you think that this was helpful in your
learning? Why or why not?

Although I ask the same questions of every student, I do not always repeat word for
word. As special education students, some students need more detailed questions and
more prompting; some need to be reminded about the different activities they have
completed. Although, I modified the questions according to each student needs, I
basically ask the same questions. Some students function at a higher level when
responding, while other students need more prompting and verbal cues to remember the
lessons they had previously learned. I try to ask deeper-thinking questions, but that was
not completely successful. Many of the questions require one or two word answers so I
then ask students to explain further. The explanations are sometimes limited and often
consist of"I don't know." Therefore, the way my questions are asked, allowing for one
or two word answers, limit the answers I received. I provide and ask for further
explanations for each question: however student responses suggest that rewording on my
part may lead to fuller answers, more representative of student learning. Another
possible explanation for the brief student response may be that these special education
students simply have not learned to fully articulate their understanding of new
information.
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The following table reports responses to the interview questions. The table
abbreviates the questions in and adjusts them so each question can be answered by yes or
no. For example, during the interview I ask students which biome was their favorite to
study. For the purposes of this study I am interested in seeing how many students chose
the rainforest as their favorite biome. So for purposes of giving this table easier
readability, I record how many students said the rainforest was their favorite biome,
instead of each biome the students choose.
TABLE 4- STUDENT INTERVIEWS-

Question

THE RAINFOREST

Yes

No

I don't know

Did you enjoy learning
10--

1

about the biomes
Was the rainforest student's
7

4--

9

--

2

5

--

6

3

7

1

9

--

2

favorite biomes?
Did you learn a lot of
information?
Did you look up information
on your own?
Any unanswered questions?
Did you like the K-W-L
chart?

The interviews are not strictly about the Rainforest, as I wanted to look at the
using the Questions Curriculum against the schools' curriculum. When I ask students
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what they learned about the biomes, eight of the students mention things specifically
about the rainforest. Some of the ideas the students mention to me include that there is
medicine found in the rainforest, there are different species of frogs and snakes,
information about the people who live there, and that species go extinct everyday because
of people cutting down the rainforest. Even though the students did not verbalize all of
this information to me at the conclusion of the unit on the rainforest for the "L" section of
the K-W-L chart, many students were able to share with me information, which was not
mentioned in the "L" section of the K-W-L chart. This furthermore demonstrates their
learning and mastery of the rainforest unit. These facts the students learn come from
questions that they have asked during the "W" stage of the K-W-L chart. Other
information that the students share with me is also found on the "L" section of the chart,
and it allows me to see the long-term retention of information which is especially
important and meaningful for students in a Learning Disabled classroom.
I ask my students which biome was their favorite to study to determine any
connection between the Questions Curriculum and the students' favorite unit. My results,
illustrated in TABLE 1, show that seven out of the eleven students, 63.6%, choose the
rainforest as their favorite biome study. The students retain information that is not
mentioned in the "L" section of the K-W-L chart because they are interested in the
subject. This is illustrated by the questions the students ask at beginning of unit, when
we created the K-W-L chart. I noted in my weekly reflection, that "They [The students]
really enjoyed doing the stuff with the rainforest and were not happy when we moved
onto the Tundra on Friday."
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So I pose my opening question again: Do student questions drive learning? In this
instance yes. Through student artifacts and the information the students complete on the
K-W-L chart, the students' questions drove their learning. All but one of the twelve
questions is answered during the Rainforest unit. The sample lessons discuss the interest
the students expressed in the lessons and that their engagement and fascination the things
they are learning. The interviews provide me with even more information regarding the
students' knowledge not mentioned on the K-W-L chart. The findings suggest that the
students retain the information because of their interest in it. The students' interests stem
from the creation of their questions. They seem to remember that information because it
is what they wanted to learn expressed at the beginning of the unit.
Making Your Own Government
Generating Student Questions
The information on the social studies unit of Making Your Own Government is
limited. My information comes from two days of writing by the students on the laws
they want to make, four days of classroom discussions, an observation report from my
clinical supervisor, and entries in my teacher research journal. Although this information
is limited it supports my findings from the rainforest unit. This unit begins by asking the
students: What happened to America after we won the Revolutionary War? What must
the people do?
We begin by reading the students' social studies textbook; this aligns the unit with
the NJCCCS, most specifically those standards for fourth grade social studies. During
the next lesson has students complete a K-W-L chart of what they know is necessary in
making a government. Although we have just read the text, the students appear to have
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little interest in discussing the text and did not seem retain much information. My teacher
research journal notes that the students struggle during the lesson the day before, while
reading the text. Their responses include "I'm bored" and "I don't want to learn history."
One student asks me "Why don't we do anything fun anymore?" When I ask him what
was fun, he says, "The rainforest."
To create the K-W-L chart I ask the students what they know about our country's
first government? It takes probing for the students then mention that laws needed to be
made. The students create a list of things, and writes down what they know, the "K"
column of the K-W-L chart. I then ask the students what they want to know about
making laws and what questions they may have when forming their own government.
Some of the questions the students come up were: "Who makes the laws? "How do you
vote," "What age do you have to be?" and "What type of laws do we make?" In this unit
the following discussions and lessons all center around one question: "What types of laws
do we make?"
Listening to Student Voice
As I review my student artifacts it seems that one question the students have is the
main focus of most of our classroom discussions. The question, "What type of laws do
we make?" dominated the students' discussions while we create our own government.
The students are very interested in making laws. The first day of creating our laws the
students generate a list of topics, including laws that "stop hurting people, homes for
everyone, protect animals, respect one another, and people can speak different languages
but must speak English." The students enthusiastically write their beliefs about what
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government should provide for people. Students work in groups and come up with
beliefs about the rights people should have, below is an example of one group's thinking:
"I believe in god I believe that god will give home to poor or homeless people. I believe
in kindness I believe that people will have warm kind heart and will stop killing. I
believe that people shouldn't have guns or knives. We believe in healthy animals should
not be homeless. Children shouldn't have a curfew it should be 12:00."
This sample provides evidence of the effort and thought that the students put into their
response. Some of the group's ideas are then later used in a whole-group discussion as
the class begins to make laws. Other groups have similar and overlapping ideas. There
seems to be a very apparent student voice, which this student artifact shows. Student
voice is not always guided by a Questions Curriculum during the Making Your Own
Government unit in the same manner as the Rainforest unit. Making Your Own
Government is guided by one essential question the students pose: "What laws do we
make?" Numerous students make comments and write about protecting animals and the
environment. This provides me with insight into the students and their compassion for
animals. When I provide students opportunities to brainstorm different ways to protect
animals, the students fully participate, all eager to share ideas. The students come up
with the idea of not allowing animals to be hunted, no fishing should be allowed, having
aquariums to protect animals, and to stop cutting down the forests. When suggestions are
made about stop cutting down forests, one student comments that we need to stop
because "in the rainforest animals become extinct everyday because the trees are cut
down."
Allowing student voice in the classroom is important, even though I did not
believe that the students enjoyed this activity nor learned from it, I was quickly proven
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wrong. One student commented that this activity is a good idea because "when I grow up
it's good to know how to vote and law-making." This observation is powerful; the
student recognizes the importance of the activity and the connection to real-life; her ideas
and voice are validated and heard in the classroom.
For one lesson students had an hour long class discussion, no pencils or papers,
just talking. For approximately thirty-five minutes the students talk about irrelevant
topics for laws; robots, no school, and other things. In the last twenty minutes of the
discussion we finally are able to achieve a successful discussion, with students debating
at times. The class conversation focuses on whether or not people must speak English to
live in this "new" government. The students were in control of this conversation. I was
there to guide and prevent any arguments. The students begin to "develop a sense of
community - forming their own government." I have not thought about the impact of
this comment, but what else is government but a community.
The student interviews ask about their interest in the Making Your Own
Government. The students were asked the following questions.
-

We did not have the opportunity to complete Making Your Own Government.
As I did with the rainforest, I tried to create these lessons based on the
questions you and your classmates came up with on your second K-W-L
charts. What have you thought about creating our own government? Did you
enjoy it? Could I have done anything to make it better?

Below, Table 5 records the students' responses to Making Your Own Government.
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TABLE 5- INTERVIEW QUESTION- MAKING YOUR OWN GOVERNMENT

Question

Yes

No

Idon'tknow

9

1

1

Did you like Making Your
Own Government?

As shown in Table 4, all but two of the students respond that they like this
activity. This is surprising to me because during the activities the students did not seem
very excited, especially at the start of each lesson. I questioned one student about it,
Me : Everyone didn't seem to like it so much [Making Your Own Government]

Student A : Nah, I liked it
Me : What did you like about it?
Student A : You can say what you wanna say and really make a law
Other students, like Student A, like the activities because their voice is really heard in the
classroom, as they create the laws and rules. The students debate with one another and
are able to create laws. The students really seem to enjoy activities when they have the
opportunity to debate with one another. Three students mention specifically during the
interviews that they like Making Your Own Government because they can debate and
talk about the laws. The students also comment that they really appreciate the
opportunity to share their own responses and feel their voices are heard. Student A's
comments above confirm this for me. Five other students also comment that they like the
Making Your Own Government because they make the laws.
So What Does All of This Data Mean?
Using a Questions Curriculum in the classroom allows students to see that their
voice is heard in the classroom. During the rainforest unit, the students are able to see
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that the questions they ask are answered during the lessons after the K-W-L chart is
completed. Table 1 shows that more than half of the classroom population interviewed
felt that the rainforest is their favorite biome to study. This links the use of the questions
curriculum, where we began with questions, to a high level of student engagement and
interests. At the conclusion of the Rainforest unit students shared feedback from seven of
their twelve questions on the "W." Various student artifacts provide me with more
evidence that demonstrates student learning on four other questions, the "W." That totals
to eleven of the twelve, 91.6%, questions the students have being answered during the
Rainforest unit. Using a Questions Curriculums impacts the students and allows them to
see the progress of their learning through the K-W-L chart. The Questions Curriculum
provides students the opportunity at the beginning of the unit of study to use their voice.
Their voices provide the input which guides the entire unit. I listened to their questions
and their interests, using both to create each lesson. Consequently, my student seems to
suggest that when students see the impact their voice has in the curriculum they become
more engaged in their learning.
Student interest is not immediately apparent during the Making Your Own
Government unit as it was during the Rainforest unit. Notes are made in my teacher
research journal of the seemingly lack of student interest in the lessons. Each time a new
lesson begins the students seem to not want to be bothered. For each lesson it takes a few
minutes to encourage and gain student participation. I did not that, though the students
were hesitant to participate, students eventually warmed up and became engaged in the
discussions. After the unit came to a close the interviews inform me that nine of the
eleven students interviewed, responded to my questions, saying that they like to debate
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with one another and make their own laws. Furthermore, my supervisor notes that the
"class interest was high." This is meaningful because it comes from an outsider's
perspective who has only visited the classroom a small number of times. Although these
activities are often limited to discussions, they engage the students increasingly because
every student is given opportunities to share their opinions, whether verbally or written
on a piece of paper. My supervisor also notes that the students "developed a sense of
community forming their own government." When providing opportunities for student
voice to be heard by all members of the classroom, a sense of community develops.
Overall, both units of study provide students with an opportunity to express their
voice in the classroom and recognize that it is heard. Student interest is high when
students see the connections to the things that they are interested in. The students retain
information on the facts that they are curious about and that they had originally create
questions about, as shown in the student interviews. Using a Questions Curriculums is a
successful technique because it allows the students to see their questions from the start of
a unit and keeps student interest high throughout the study. Students were able to answer
eleven of their twelve questions and this shows them that they ask important questions as
well.
The closure of this chapter leads to the final chapter, Chapter 5. Chapter 5
summarizes the findings analyzed in Chapter 4. Chapter 5 also discusses the limitations
of the study. Furthermore, Chapter 5 presents what I have learned from the study, the
future implications of this study and my recommendations for further research.
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CHAPTER 5
Conclusion
This study looks at what happens in a self-contained learning disabled classroom
when students are provided with an outlet for their voice. The students' voices are
listened to and used to direct instruction. Using a Questions Curriculum makes it
possible to hear what questions students have to say in regards to specific topics of study.
This chapter discusses the importance of study's findings for educators and
recommendations for implementing this or similar studies in other classrooms. But,
before I discuss the conclusions and implications of this research it is helpful to note the
limitations of this particular study.
Limitations
Like many studies, my research faced several limitations. First, I was a student
teacher, and as a student teacher limitations were immediately placed on me: I had
someone else to answer to, my cooperating teacher. Although he was accomodating and
supportive, it was at times difficult to get the things I wanted accomplished. I also
walked into the classroom halfway through the school-year in January. Thus, I needed
time to get to know the students and create an environment where they felt comfortable
sharing their voice with me. Another limitation set upon me immediately was the
splitting of my time between two classrooms. My time in the third through sixth grade
learning disabled classroom was limited to no more than three and half hours a day.
Depending on specials and programs at the school some days it was limited to one hour

48

of teaching time.

These restrictions immediately impacted my study and prevented me

from having complete access and control over my study.
When the students and I began our Making Our Own Government unit of study,
the study was interrupted by the NJASK test. Twelve of the fifteen students were in the
fifth and sixth grades and were required to take the test at the end of April. The test
lasted for four days. The test affected the study because the students took the test at the
time I was scheduled to be in the classroom. My schedule would not allow me to switch
my times during that week so I lost four days to the NJASK testing. The week before the
testing, I was able to complete some of the Making our own Government unit of study,
but the students was preparing for the NJASK and that was more important than my
study. Immediately upon the completion of the NJASK testing was my last day of
student teaching. Unfortunately the Making your own Government unit of study was not
completed in the classroom. Although it was not completed it still provided me with
important evidence towards the positive impact of inviting student voice into the
classroom.
Significance of the Data
So why then, is all of the data discussed and analyzed in Chapter 4 important?
Student voice is the answer. The data provides evidence for the importance and necessity
of encouraging and providing space for student voice in the classroom. Not only must
students be offered outlets for their voice but it is imperative that teachers listen to those
voices. Student voice is meaningless if it is not used to guide students' learning and to
engage students. Student voice provides the teacher with a source or way in to encourage
students in their academics. A Questions Curriculum encourages student voice in the
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classroom. Introducing an instructional unit with a K-W-L chart helps to organize the
thoughts and ideas of students. Using a Questions Curriculum, ask the questions and
lessons are structured around their questions. And as students ask more questions
throughout the unit, they gain many opportunities to visually see the impact of their
voices. They, in a sense, drive the curriculum for it is their questions that frame the
learning.
This study takes place in a Learning Disabled self-contained classroom. The
results of this study in this classroom are powerful. All students have the capability to
share their voice. It is up to us, the teachers, to make sure we encourage this. No matter
the classroom setting it is imperative to provide space for student voice; in doing so we
better understand our students and make their learning more meaningful and powerful.
What I Learned
Student voice is critical for an open classroom environment. Students need to feel
comfortable in their surroundings and must be shown that everything they say is heard
and matters. Like I have previously mentioned, a Questions Curriculum is helpful in
finding a way to invite student voice into the curriculum.

What I learned from this study

is that there are more than one ways to implement a Questions Curriculum. During the
Rainforest unit all of the lessons were guided by the twelve questions that students asked
on the K-W-L chart. The Making Your Own Government used one question to continue
the discussion about governments. Both were successful in listening to student voice, but
in different ways. Neither one is more important or better than the other. The biggest
difference was that the Making Your Own Government unit was created on a day by day
basis. The discussions and work completed the day before led to the next lesson, a truly
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constructivist approach. The lessons were not specific and were mostly discussions about
making laws and the students led the lessons.
Future Implications
Educators must provide outlets to enable student voice. Does this mean every
unit of study should be centered on a Questions Curriculum? No, but every study of unit
should be created thinking about students' voices. Educators must take the time to reflect
upon what students have to say about their learning and learn from each experience they
have with students. When teachers provide space and offer support for expressing
student voice, teachers gain the confidence of their students and make them feel
comfortable sharing their thoughts. They provide a positive environment and allow the
classroom to become a community instead of just a place to learn. The classroom then
becomes a place where potentially each person can learns from one another.
It must be made clear that using a Questions Curriculum is not the only way to
encourage student voice. It is just one example of how to provide space in a classroom
and how to use student voice. Using a Questions Curriculum is helpful early in the year
when teachers and students do not know each other very well. This method allows the
teachers to encourage the students to open up and feel free to share their questions and
ideas. When the unit of study is then guided by the student questions, they can see that
what they say actually has an impact on what they learn, thus encouraging students to
share their voice through out the entire year.
Providing space for student voice in the classroom helps to develop a sense of
community. After I thought about this in regards to the social studies unit, I wonder how
it was developed during the science unit. I revisited that unit and reflected on student

51

work and behaviors. As students completed artwork of different animals in the
rainforest, they hung them on a bulletin board in the hallway. The students worked
together to create this rainforest scene (see Appendix H) and the first few times the class
passed by it they commented on it and expressed pride. I also thought back to a
conversation I had with two students who were upset by too many pictures being put onto
the bulletin board. They were able to share their opinions with me, and eventually the
rest of the class because I had willingly provided them a comfortable space in which to
share. I think back to the Making Your Own Government when students wrote down
their beliefs about laws and shared with the rest of the class:
"I believe in god I believe that god will give home to poor or homeless people. I believe
in kindness I believe that people will have warm kind heart and will stop killing. I
believe that people shouldn't have guns or knives. We believe in healthy animals should
not be homeless. Children shouldn't have a curfew it should be 12:00."
Student voice is a powerful thing in the classroom. It is up to teachers to use it to
create open environments where students feel comfortable sharing their voice. Teachers
must also take the time to listen and then reflect on what students have to say to make it a
better experience for all involved.
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Appendix B
Biome Characteristics worksheet
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Rainforest Bulletin Board
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APPENDIX I
Student Drawn Picture- River Dolphin
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